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Conversion 


res < porid as a great Bit distinct 
§ from all other forms of religion 
«2, which in the past have held men’s 
a Be #2 faith and devotion, or hold them 
still. It is the only religion which professes to 
take man’s fallen nature and regenerate it by 
bringing into it the life of God. 

All religions have their creeds (either ex- 
pressed or implied), their ways of worship, and 
their standards of life. These are things which 
can be set down in books, talked about and 
discussed, compared one with another, and 
approved or disapproved as men’s judgements 
differ. But no one can become a Christian, 
in the full and real sense of the word, merely 
by deciding with his intellect that the Christian 
religion has a better creed, a better way of 
worship, or a better rule of life than other 
religions have. Such a decision would be a 
great inducement to a person to adopt the 
Christian religion; it would be a great step 
towards his conversion. But to be a Christian 
means more than the acceptance of a creed, 
or participation in certain religious ceremonies, 
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or conformity to a particular standard of life. 
It means the acceptance of Jesus Christ, the 
receiving of Jesus Christ, and the following of 
Jesus Christ. 

For the Christian religion confronts the 
world with this claim, that it is based on the 
revelation of God himself in Jesus Christ. 
Jesus Christ is its foundation, its centre, and 
its life. It is in himself that we believe, and 
so arrive at our creed. It is by and in himself 
that we draw near to God, and so. perform our 
worship. It is his life that is communicated 
to us, and it is in him that we find our rule 
of life. It is the revelation of a person that 
is made to us in Jesus Christ, and he claims 
from us more than the acceptance of his 
teaching, or obedience to. his commands. He 
presents himself to us, claiming our personal 
faith in, and devotion towards, himself. He 
came to us from the Father, and we must 
receive him in faith ; he gave himself for us, 
and we must give ourselves to him in gratitude 
for what he has done for us ; he gives himself 
to us, and we must live our lives for him, in 
devotion and the glad surrender of ourselves. 
This it is to be a Christian, and this is the 
achievement of a true conversion. 

No one in the beginning was able to 
become a Christian without being converted. 
For though a person might have a soul 
predisposed to goodness, ‘ naturally Christian,’ 
—so much of God’s image remains in us in 
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spite of the long history of sin in the world— 
yet when Jesus Christ appeared he came 
from without; and before they could become 
disciples men had to turn, and look at him; 
and listen to him, and come into close contact 
with him, and then, if they would, follow him. 
We must do the same, each in our turn, as 
we come into the world and grow up in it and 
are faced by the religion that tells of his 
coming, of his work, and of his presence. A 
true conversion is the fruit of a faith that 
worships him and casts itself upon him; of a 
love that gives itself to him and will fear only 
to be separated from him ; of a devotion that 
withholds nothing from his service, and relies 
upon his indwelling presence to enable it to 
persevere. 


WARE N a Christian country we are 
Pa Ss = baptized in infancy, and grow up 


rae BO) in a Christian atmosphere as mem- 


Wee, hee bers of Christ. We are taught to 
“aeGey) pray and to recite the Christian 
creed from our earliest years. We learn our 
duty towards God and towards our fellow- 
man: We go to church, and in a Catholic 
home the sacraments become familiar to us 
from childhood. A Christian child, surrounded 
by the influences of a Christian home, and 
trained in the way of Christian worship, may 
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grow up as naturally in a state of grace to a 
knowledge and love of God and of Jesus 
Christ and of his Saints, as in the home itself 
it grows up to a knowledge and love of its 
parents, its brothers and sisters, and its 
friends. With developing life comes also 
developing knowledge; and the faith and 
love of childhood become intensified, broad- 
ened and deepened, as age brings capacity and 
opportunity and ever fresh experience. 

In such a life there is hardly room for any 
consciousness of conversion. The soul has 
always been turned towards God. It passes 
on from grace to grace, from strength to 
strength. It develops ‘first the blade, then 
the ear, and after that the full corn in the 
ear’ (St. Mark iv. 28). Sin is not a necessary 
part of Christian experience; it always im- 
plies the presence of a foreign element. The 
heart may never have been alienated from 
the love of God by mortal sin; the state of 
grace may be preserved. 

But for the vast majority of professing 
Christians the religious experience which is 
called conversion has a very different meaning. 
It will mean a thorough change of life, drastic 
and complete, as we consciously turn to God 
from a life of sin, of self pleasing or self will, 
of pride or lust, of carelessness or worldliness. 
Like Clovis, King of the Franks, as taught by 
St. Remigius, we may have to ‘ burn what 
hitherto we have adored, to adore what 
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hitherto we have burned ;’ and such a con- 
version, going to the depths of the soul, will 
cost us dear. It will demand all that we have. 
Faith begets repentance, and repentance a 
full surrender of ourselves. We have to turn 
right round and begin afresh. 

If our actions have been less contrary to 
God ; if, like Saul of Tarsus (see Acts xxiii. I), 
we have been striving to keep a good con- 
science towards both God and man, so far as 
we have been aware of what God and man 
may claim of us; if externally at least and 
formally we have been religious ; nevertheless 
when the challenge of Jesus Christ meets us 
it flashes upon us with new light; it sets a 
new standard, it offers a new gift, it promises 
a new power, it calls for a new beginning. 
Conversion in such a case becomes the con- 
secration afresh of all that is within us; we 
step out into a new path, we begin to live 
with a new motive, we rest upon a new 
foundation. 

Conversion, then, as we most of us need it, 
is turning from sin and from the love of it to 
God and to the love of God. It is turning to 
Jesus Christ, who has crossed our path. It 
is the response of the soul to the revelation of 
God in Jesus Christ. ‘God was in Christ 
reconciling the world unto himself... . We 
pray you, in Christ’s stead, be ye reconciled 
to God’ (2 Cor. v. 19, 20). It grows with the 
realization of his person and his work, of his 
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grace and his truth, of his life and his Spirit. 
In this realization we see a new vision of 
ourselves, of our sins and of our need; but 
we see also a new vision of our hope in him. 
In Jesus Christ we see the gift of God’s love, 
the way of forgiveness, and the promise of a 
new life. St. Paul describes it to the Corin- 
thians as the very beginning of a new creation. 
It is, he writes, the same God who said, ‘ Let 
there be light,’ when darkness covered the 
face of the earth, who ‘shined in our hearts 
to give the light of the knowledge of the 
glory of God’ in the face of Jesus Christ’ 
(2 Cor. iv. 6). 

Then with: this’ ‘ foundation: laid’ within, 
“which is Jesus Christ’ (1 Cor. iii. rz), new 
ideals of life break upon us. God’ has made 
us for himself, and would use us for his pur- 
poses of glory. He would have us as: his 
instruments. And we remember also that we 
are each’ our ‘brother’s keeper.’ There is 
work for us to do for Jesus Christ, a witness 
to bear, a task to accomplish, a’ sacrifice to 


offer. No greater use of life can be conceived! 
than that’ we should be ‘co-workers: with: 


God’ (rt Cor. iii. 9): It is through and in 
Jesus Christ that we begin to realize: that we 
may be this. 

The hour of conversion is a critical hour 
for the soul. On the road to Damascus Saul 
came face to face with Jesus Christ: There 
was no escape. He is proved to be wrong in 
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his opinions about Jesus himself, and in his 
supposed zeal for God as he persecuted the 
followers of Jesus. What he thought to be 
righteousness is suddenly revealed as sin, 
direct and personal, against the God of his 
fathers and the Son whom he had sent. Mis- 
givings that had pricked. his conscience are 
shown now to be true. Whither can he flee ? 
God has come face to face with him, and in 
the words of St. Augustine, in which he 
expresses his own experience, has ‘turned him 
round into his own sight and set his true self 
before his. own eyes’ (Confessions of St. 
Augustine; Book v1; ch. vii). Now he must 
either yield himself and live, or turn away 
and die. He must either worship or blaspheme. 
The last word of Jesus to him in this great 
manifestation had been a miracle: of tender- 
ness, ‘It is hard: for thee to kick against the 
pricks.’ Saul’s answer was, ‘ Lord, what wilt 
thou have me to do?’ His conversion, his 
self-surrender, was complete. And the life 
that he then began to live he describes years 
afterwards to the Galatians as: summed: up 
in the words, ‘ The life that I now live in the 
flesh, I live in faith, the faith of the Son: of: 
God: who loved me and gave himself for me’ 
(Galat. ii. 20). 


Fae IFFERENT individuals come to 
|. Vee\ we this knowledge of God and of his 
pq Je Son Jesus Christ in very different 
ey A ways. But one thing is always 
8s constant. It is that in conversion 
last face to face with Jesus Christ. 
The starting point, however, may be very 
different in different souls. Brother Lawrence 
traced his conversion to the sight of a bare 
tree in winter time, and to the reflection that 
there was a mysterious power of life hidden 
within it which would, by and by, clothe it 
afresh with leaves and blossoms. So the 
thought of the Creator came to him and of 
man’s dependence on him, of the power of a 
life that could survive and overcome death, 
and of a grace that could make a barren soul 
fruitful. But it is in Jesus Christ that such a 
life is found. ‘I am the resurrection and the 
life’ (St. John xi. 25). 

Others have gradually or suddenly awakened 
to the truth of some familiar word of God, 
long heard or repeated without realization of 
its appeal, yet sounding one day with an 
unavoidable insistence, shining with a new 
light, and inviting with a personal call. So 
St. Anthony, having in his mind the examples 
of those in the Holy Scriptures who left all 
to follow Christ, went into the church one 
day, ‘and it happened the gospel was being 
read and he heard the Lord saying to the 
rich man, ‘‘If thou wouldest be perfect go 
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and sell all that thou hast and give to the 
poor; and come follow me, and thou shalt 
have treasure in heaven.” Anthony, as though 
God had put him in mind of the Saints, and 
the passage had been read on his account, 
went out immediately from the church and 
gave the possessions of his forefathers to the 
villagers. They were three hundred acres, 
productive, and very fair’ (St. Athanasius, 
Life of St. Anthony). But it was Jesus Christ 
that he started at once to follow, in the new 
way in which he had so suddenly presented 
himself to him. 

Others again have found their conversion 
under the pressure of a great conviction of 
sin, under the strain of a moral struggle, or 
under the compulsion of an overwhelming 
need. Of such was St. Augustine, intellectually 
persuaded but morally powerless, stricken in 
conscience and convinced in mind of the 
truth, but unable to find in himself the power 
to follow it, or the will to arise and act in 
obedience to the demands of his understanding 
and of his conscience. He has himself de- 
scribed in his Confessions the growing agony 
that possessed him on that day of his spiritual 
new birth, when, hearing from a friend of the 
courageous renunciation of a life of gain and 
honour in the State, made by two of the 
Emperor’s court officials, to become ‘the 
friends of God,’ he turns upon Alypius, his 
companion, crying out, ‘What has come to 
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us? What means this tale that thou hast 
heard ? Simple men arise and take heaven by 
violence; and we with all our heartless 
learning, see how we are wallowing in flesh 
and blood. Shall we stand still because they 
have taken the lead? Shall we not follow if 
we could not lead ?’ 

Sick and tormented in heart, ‘ on the verge 
of resolution’ and yet not acting, he tore 
himself away from his companion, and flinging 
himself on the ground gave way to a fit of 
weeping which calmed, while it expressed, his 
utter distress—‘ an acceptable sacrifice in thy 
sight, and I cried unto thee incessantly.’ 
Then the voice came to him from the neigh- 
bouring house, as of some child, ‘ repeating in 
a kind of chant, Take up and read, take up 
and read. Immediately, with changed) coun- 
tenance I began to think intently whether 
there was any kind of game in which children 
sang these words, but I could not recollect 
that I had ever heard them. I stemmed the 
rush of tears and rose to my feet ; for I could 
not but think that it was a divine command 
to open the Bible and read the first: passage 
I lighted upon... . 

‘Tran back then to the place where Alypius 
was sitting; for when I quitted him, I had 
left the volume of the apostle lying there. 
I caught it up, opened it, and read in silence 
the passage on which my eyes first fell, “‘ Not 


in rioting and drunkenness, not in chambering’ 
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and wantonness, not in strife and envying ; 
but put ye on the Lord Jesus Christ, and make 
not provision for the flesh to fulfil the lusts 
thereof” (Rom. xiii. 13,14). No further would 
I read, nor was it necessary. As I reached 
the end of the sentence the light of peace 
seemed to be shed upon my heart, and every 
shadow of doubt fled away.’ In that moment 
he at last saw clearly, and embraced wholly 
for his hope of deliverance, and gave himself 
unreservedly to, that Lord and Saviour whose 
triumphs in other lives he had envied, but 
whom he himself had been so slow and hesi- 
tating and fearful to receive. (Confessions of 
St. Augustine, Book vit, chh. vi, viii, xii.) 

All through the Church’s history, amidst 
the utmost variety of circumstance, the 
experience itself is the same. There is an 
illumination of the mind, there is an appeal 
to the conscience, and there is a revelation 
of personal love. It may seem complete in an 
instant, or it may be the growing experience 
of a long seeking after Jesus, of companion- 
ship with Jesus, or of the unveiling of our- 
selves. The two disciples who followed Jesus 
first and ‘abode with him that day,’ came 
back convinced and believing. (St. John i. 39.) 
St. Peter gave himself unreservedly to the 
eyes which, with their penetrating gaze, first 
met his when his brother Andrew brought him 
to Jesus; but it was not until three years 
later that those same eyes ‘ turned and looked 
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upon him’ in love and mercy out of their 
sore distress, and completed the work of con- 
version which had taken so long to accom- 
plish. (St. Luke xxii. 61.) 


3 understands it, is the presenta- 
as) tion of Jesus Christ in the fullness 


my. €-d» of his grace and truth. It is tre- 


soma Mendous in its implications, its 
promises, and its demands. None who realize 
it can hold it lightly, or remain unchanged in 
themselves. God has given himself to us 
irrevocably in Jesus Christ, and the love that 
embraced us in the mystery of the Incarnation, 
and redeemed us upon Calvary, and brought 
life and immortality to light for us again by 
the resurrection of Jesus Christ, is still active 
for us in all the ministries of his Church. The 
life and work and presence of Jesus Christ 
with us now in his Church, by the power of 
his Spirit, are one with his life and work and 
presence in the days of his flesh. They are 
its fruit and its application. 

Our, eyes may often be holden, our preju- 
dices may blind us, our pride may hold us 
fast, or our cowardice betray us. But as we 
begin to see Jesus Christ more clearly, in his 
Church and in his sacraments, in his word and 
in the faith taught by his apostles and their 
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successors, in the worship of the sanctuary, 
in the lives of his saints, in the practices of 
Christian devotion and in the rules of Christian 


conduct, we learn and find strength to give 


ourselves to him, to seek his gifts, to bind 
ourselves to his service, and to be renewed 
by his grace. 

And the revelation of God in Christ is not 
only for ourselves. We discover a new respon- 
sibility for others. The Catholic faith holds, as 
it were in trust for the world, the way of life 
for all and the manifestation of love to all. 
In Jesus Christ every individual may have 
hope and find salvation. In Jesus Christ all 
common life is sanctified, and finds a new. 
power of unity, of fellowship, of self-sacri- 
ficing service. 

What manner of men must they be who 
profess this faith? If we would propagate it, 
we must live by it. 

“Examine yourselves whether ye be in the 
faith ; prove your own selves. Know ye not 
that Jesus Christ is in you, except ye be 
reprobates ?’ (2 Gor. xiii. 5). 

‘Ye are not your own; ye are bought with 
a price ; therefore glorify God, in your body, 
and in your spirit, which are God’s’ (1 Cor. 
vi. 19, 20). 


